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I

FOREWORD

The idea to compile a report introducing
the Lebanese Medical Association for Sexual Health (LebMASH) and its activities came
about after almost two years of hard work.
As LebMASH gained visibility both within the
Lebanese community and within international
forums, the board decided to develop a report
describing our vision and who we are, both as
individuals and as an association, and to outline the challenges we have faced, as well as
the successes and achievements. And while we
refer to this document as an annual report, it
is meant to cover our work over the span of
two years.
I have to admit that when I was first invited to
cofound LebMASH, I was very excited about the
idea but also somewhat sceptical about what
could be accomplished. After all, the board is
made of a group of healthcare professionals
whose occupations take up a significant part
of their time, if not the majority of it. Furthermore, the board members are geographically
divided among three countries, spanning four
different time zones, which makes coordinating our work and planning meetings a challenge. Nevertheless, I have seen so much dedication among my fellow board members and
so much enthusiasm that one cannot help but
work hard to overcome these obstacles and to
try to make positive changes.
I am proud about the milestones that LebMASH
has achieved in just two years. Activism re-
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quires an enormous amount of energy, time,
dedication and financial support. I am honored
to be part of a group of activists who are willing to contribute in so many ways, and who
have such passion for promoting health and
wellbeing. Finally, I would like to thank the
board members who have contributed to this
document, and who made it possible to produce this report.
Hossam Mahmoud, MD, MPH
Media Liaison Officer

II

ABOUT LEBMASH

LebMASH is a not-for-profit, non-governmental organization, registered in Lebanon, and
governed by a board of directors that includes
Lebanese health professionals based in Lebanon, the United States and Canada. LebMASH
aims at advancing sexual and reproductive
health for all individuals in Lebanon, with particular focus on LGBT and other marginalized
populations in Lebanon.

Our Mission
Advancing healthcare for LGBT individuals and
sexual and reproductive health for all individuals in Lebanon.

Our Objectives
•

Spreading awareness and knowledge, as well as influencing attitudes
and behaviors of health care providers regarding LGBT health and sexual
health in Lebanon.

•

Spreading awareness and knowledge, as
well as influencing attitudes and behaviors of the general public regarding LGBT
health and sexual health in Lebanon.

•

Influencing and changing policies and
legislations in professional organizations
including schools, hospitals and governmental agencies to protect the health
rights and well-being of LGBT individuals
and sexual health in Lebanon.

•

Advancing research regarding LGBT
health and sexual health in Lebanon.

•

Supporting other organizations that provide healthcare for LGBT and sexual healthcare in Lebanon.

Our Legal Status
In April 2014, LebMASH became officially registered with the Lebanese government as a notfor-profit, non-governmental organization, allowing LebMASH to operate in Lebanon in full
compliance with Lebanese law.

Partnerships
LebMASH strongly believes in the importance
of developing and maintaining strong partnerships and other collaborative agreements with
other organizations and key players that share
a similar position regarding human rights and
sexual health. We believe that such partnerships create better opportunities for serving
the community and lead to better outcomes.

ANNUAL REPORT 2014 | LEBMASH

5

III

PRESIDENT'S MESSAGE

Having grown up in Lebanon and having attended medical school in Beirut in the late 90s,
I have heard numerous accounts from friends
and acquaintances, and I have witnessed firsthand the discrimination and lack of cultural
sensitivity in the health care system, when dealing with people who are non-heterosexual or
who are not gender conforming. As a medical
student and intern in Lebanon, I never received
any formal training in LGBT health or sexual
health. I was left to be influenced by the prevailing myths and misconceptions that dominated these topics, and it seemed acceptable
for healthcare professionals to apply their own
prejudices when providing care. Unfortunately,
the above issues still seem true today. These
negative experiences among LGBT people in
the health care setting can lead to distress and
trauma, especially in Lebanon where there is
a social, religious, and legal environment that
cracks down on homosexuality. Such negative experiences lead to reluctance in seeking
further medical care, which can lead to poorer
health outcomes among LGBT people.
During the past 10 years, I have had the chance
to volunteer intermittently for Helem, the leading LGBT rights organization in Lebanon. In addition, I have gained a lot of experience in LGBT
health and cultural competency in healthcare,
especially when working with LGBT patients. I
was looking for an opportunity to integrate my
clinical expertise and knowledge with my LGBT
rights work. I found the concept of LebMASH
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Omar Fattal, MD, MPH

to be the ideal way to apply some of the best
practices and policies that are used in the area
of LGBT and sexual health to the Lebanese setting, with appropriate modifications to adjust
for culture and language.
On September 12, 2014 I was elected as president of LebMASH for the coming two years. I
am honoured and excited to take on this role. I
am also extremely proud of what LebMASH has
achieved in the past 2 years, with very little resources, under the leadership of Dr. Hasan Abdessamad, our outgoing president.
In the coming two years, LebMASH plans to
continue working on our planned projects:
training workshops, developing a diversity
friendly directory, cultural sensitivity training
at drug rehabilitation centers in Lebanon, and
continuing the work on our research studies. In
addition to implementing the above-planned

projects, I believe we should aim at:
1. recruiting additional board members who
are based in Lebanon and who can add diversity to our board;
2. strengthening our relationships with our
existing partners and fostering new partnerships; and
3. developing LebMASH into a bigger organization with a full-time staff member who
can help with secretarial work, grant writing, and project management.

healthcare services in Lebanon, regardless of
their sexual orientation or gender identity.
Finally, I would like to thank everyone who
has provided technical, financial, and moral
support to LebMASH over the past couple of
years. I hope that our supporters believe that
their contributions have been well placed,
and that they plan to renew their support for
us moving forward.

So far, we’ve been pleasantly surprised to encounter many people in Lebanon who understand the importance of our work, and who
share our views on homosexuality as a normal
variation of human sexuality as well as our
views on sexual health and sexual rights. We
have also encountered a need – and demand
– for further training in major academic centers and professional organizations on LGBT
and sexual health. It’s extremely important to
work with allies, but sometimes our work feels
like preaching to the choir. One main challenge
that I would like to set for myself at a personal
and a professional level is to reach out at every opportunity that I get to people who do
not share my views on homosexuality, sexual
health, and sexual rights in order to have an
ongoing dialogue with them to hopefully close
the gap between us. I believe that the ultimate
winners will be the people who will be utilizing
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IV

POSITION STATEMENTS

Our advocacy work has made it essential to take clear and strong stances, and to be vocal
about our positions. Consequently, LebMASH has release several position statements over
the past two years. Abbreviated versions of three of these statements are featured below. A
comprehensive list of our position statements in full text can found on our website.

Position Statement on Sexual Orientation Change Efforts (SOCE):
Beirut, May 17, 2013

Homosexuals continue to face prejudice and
discrimination within our Lebanese society.
This prejudice and discrimination extend beyond the general public to some healthcare
providers who continue to offer “Conversion
or Reparative Therapy” with alleged goal of
changing one’s sexual orientation. LebMASH
finds it necessary to clarify the following facts:

•

Attempts to change one’s sexual orientation can be harmful.

•

Homosexuality is neither a disease nor a
choice.

•

Homosexuals are at higher risk for psychological problems due to stigma, peer rejection, discrimination, heteronormative bias,
bullying, internalized prejudice, and the
stress of disclosure about one’s sexual orientation to others.

It is important to highlight that within a few
weeks of releasing this position statement,
both the Lebanese Psychiatric Society (LPS)
and Lebanese Psychological Association (LPA)
released statements emphasizing that homosexuality was not a mental illness, and as such,
required not treatment.

Based on the above, LebMASH urges healthcare providers in Lebanon to refrain from this
unethical and potentially harmful practice. We
also urge health care organizations to take a
strong position against such practices.

Position Statement on Anal Testing for Homosexuality:
Beirut, July 7, 2014

LebMASH has recently learned that a forensic physician in Lebanon has conducted anal
tests on several individuals to determine their
sexual orientation. LebMASH is extremely con-
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cerned to hear that this practice, “the anal test”,
continues to take place in Lebanon, especially
given that:

•

This test is antiquated and does not yield
any useful information about a person’s
sexual orientation or behavior.

•

The test is unethical, violating a major component of the Hippocratic Oath: “first, do
no harm”

•

This test can be harmful physically and psychologically to the person receiving it.

•

The order of physicians in Lebanon has
banned this test in an official memorandum in 2012.

Performing an anal test on someone to find out
information about someone’s sexual orientation or behavior is not only futile, but can also
be very harmful physically and psychologically.

Letter to His Excellency Prime Minister Salam:
October 10, 2014

LebMASH sent an open letter to the Prime Minister of Lebanon, His Excellency Salam, in order
to bring to His Excellently’s attention LebMASH’s
concerns about several issues related to sexual
health and human rights in Lebanon. The letter
highlighted the following:
•

Health (including sexual health) is a basic
human right that should be enjoyed by all.

•

LebMASH is concerned about the arrest of
men under article 534 of the Lebanese penal code and their subjection to non-anonymous HIV testing

•

Homosexuality is not a disease and is not
against nature.

•

The Lebanese Psychiatric Society and the
Lebanese Psychological Association have
both affirmed that homosexuality is not a

disease and does not require treatment.
•

The Lebanese Order of Physicians has discouraged anal testing for homosexuality,
due to violation of medical ethics and to
lack of scientific ground to support its use.

•

The memo of the Lebanese Ministry of
Health issued to police stations has banned
the use of anal tests.

•

Anal testing can cause significant physical
and psychological harm.

The letter requested His Excellency to support
the ban on anal tests. LebMASH also demanded an end to random arrests of men in Lebanon based on their sexual orientation and under article 534. Finally, the letter requested the
opportunity to meet with His Excellency Salam
in person to discuss the above issues further.
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V

ACTIVITIES

Break the Silence
LebMASH launched the Break the Silence
Award program in 2013. Break the Silence
is a competition for health care professionals, aimed at promoting interest and research
in the area of sexual health. To partake in the
competition, students in the healthcare field
are required to submit an essay about a specific issue related to either women’s sexual health
or LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender)
health in Lebanon. Submissions are reviewed
by LebMASH’s Executive Board. The winner receives funding to attend a medical conference,
usually the Gay and Lesbian Medical Association (GLMA) Annual Conference.

among Gay Men in Beirut.” Mr. Shukr attended
the 32nd Annual Conference in Baltimore, Maryland, USA, September 10-13, 2014. LebMASH has
already launched this sponsorship program for
2015 and urges all students in the healthcare field
in Lebanon to apply.

The winner of our first annual “Break the Silence”
competition was Mr. Antoun Khoury, a medical
student at Saint Joseph University, Beirut, for his
submission: “Virginity & Hymenoplasty from a
Socio-Medical Perspective.” Mr. Khoury attended
the 31st GLMA Annual Conference in Denver, Colorado, USA, September 19-21, 2013. In 2014, the
Break the Silence award was granted to Mr. Rami
Shukr, Psychology student at the Lebanese American University, for his submission “There’s Lots
More to ‘Gay’: Stressors, Identity, and Community

A milestone in LGBT healthcare in Lebanon
In 2013, LebMASH worked closely with the
Lebanese LGBT rights organization, Helem, to
organize a press conference in Beirut that took
place August 28, 2013. Several weeks prior to
the conference, three Lebanese healthcare
10
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professional organizations had spoken out
against Sexual Orientation Change Efforts, affirming that homosexuality itself was not an illness. The three organizations were LebMASH,
the Lebanese Psychiatric Society (LPS) and

the Lebanese Psychological Association (LPA).
Given such landmark position statements, LebMASH found it important to highlight the issue
through a press conference, to help disseminate
such professional positions to the public and to
healthcare providers. Speakers during the event
included Dr. Carole Saade, who was representing

LebMASH, Dr. Georges Karam from LPS, Dr. Leila
Akoury Dirani from LPA. The press conference
received significant media coverage, including
from L’Orient Le Jour, Reuters, and As-safir, and
was a significant first step in changing attitudes
among health care professionals towards the
LGBT community in Lebanon.

LebMASH conference at AUB

In 2014, LebMASH worked closely with the
Youth Sexual and Reproductive Health Project
at the Faculty of Health Sciences at the American University of Beirut (AUB) and the Continuing Medical Education (CME) Office at the
American University of Beirut Medical Center,
in order to develop and implement a full day
CME activity titled “Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and

Transgender (LGBT) People in Clinical Services.” The course targeted primary care physicians, family medicine physicians, general
practitioners, and other clinicians, who were
interested in improving their knowledge and
skills regarding working with LGBT people in
the clinical setting.

LebMASH at USJ
Also in 2014, LebMASH was involved in a conference that took place at Saint Joseph University

(USJ). The event, titled “Homosexuality Seen by Professionals,” was organized by the University’s Ethics
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Department and the Department of Psychiatry at
the Faculty of Medicine, As part of the conference,
Dr. Omar Fattal gave a presentation that focused on
interviewing techniques, including approaches to
obtaining an appropriate and comprehensive history when working with LGBT people.
Dr. Hala Kerbage gave a presentation on the
evolution of perceptions about homosexuality that lead to taking off homosexuality from
the list of mental disorders.

LebMASH and LPA

LebMASH collaborated with the Lebanese Psychological Association (LPA) to organize and conduct a
training on “Working with LGBT clients and their families.” Even though the event was announced at
short notice, it was still very well attended and was very well received.

Activity with Kafa
In the spirit of spreading awareness among the
public and supporting other organizations working on sexual health and LGBT health, LebMASH
took the initiative to plan educational sessions
with Kafa. Kafa is an organization that supports
12
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female survivors of violence and sexual abuse.
The organization has been the host for a support
group for these women for many years. LebMASH
conducted two sessions for this group; one on
women’s sexual health and the other on women’s

mental health. These sessions were conducted
with the purpose of addressing issues that often
go undiscussed in Lebanon, partly due to the taboos that surround sex and mental health. The
sessions were delivered by LebMASH partner Dr.

Hala Kerbage and Dr. Sally Khoury, a gynecology
resident at AUB-MC. Both presenters noted that
the interaction within these sessions demonstrated the importance of having more sessions for this
group and within the general female population.

Sexual Health in Primary Care Setting
In November 2014, the Lebanese Society of Family
Medicine held its 13th Annual Conference, titled
Gender, Health and Sexuality, in Beirut.

•
•
•

Dr. Ibrahim’s presentation focused on approaches
to gathering information a patient’s sexual history
in the primary care setting, and highlighted the
importance of taking a sexual history as a means to:

•

identifying potentially unhealthy behaviors
providing risk-reduction patient counselling
identifying patients at risk of developing sexually transmitted infections
detecting sexual dysfunction disorders

The presentation also focused on two populations:
adolescent and LGBT individuals.

Advocacy at the international level
LebMASH has been actively involved with international bodies to help mainstream LGBT health issues into global health and development. In 2013
and 2014, LebMASH collaborated with international LGBT and health organizations, to try to prevent the removal of an LGBT health item from the
agenda of the World Health Organization (WHO).
Unfortunately, the item was removed. Given the
importance of this issue, LebMASH held a plenary
session on global LGBT health at the Gay and Lesbian Medical Association Annual Conference in
2014, in Baltimore, Maryland. Despite the removal
of the item from the WHO agenda, LebMASH con-

tinues to work with other partners on global LGBT
health advocacy, to help bring this item back into
the discourse of WHO.
In April 2014, LebMASH joined efforts with 18
other civil society organizations (CSO) from all
around the globe in lobbying the World Bank to
adopt new safeguards that would potentially prevent, mitigate, or compensate any harm caused
by its development projects on groups marginalized based on their gender, sexual orientation and
gender identity. LebMASH’s work on this issue is
ongoing.

In November 2014, the Lebanese Society of Family Medicine held its 13th Annual Conference, titled Gender, Health and Sexuality, in Beirut. Dr. Chady Ibrahim from LebMASH presented.
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FINANCES AND BUDGET

LebMASH’s budget is largely based on dues
paid by its board members, as well as contributions from individuals through fundraising efforts. We have had two fundraisers in New York
City in October 2013 and October 2014. The fundraisers were organized by current LebMASH
President, Dr Omar Fattal, and were attended by
benefactors supportive of the mission and goals of
LebMASH. We owe the success of these fundraisers to the volunteers who made it possible for
the events to take place, as well as to Research
Institute Without Walls (RIWW), who acted as
LebMASH’s fiscal sponsor for both events, making donations tax-deductible in the USA.
LebMASH raised 4,651.81 and 8,211.53 US dollars during the 2013 and 2014 fundraisers respectively. LebMASH has been successful in
minimizing overhead costs as board members
volunteer their time and use their own homes
and/or offices as work space. Therefore, the
funds that have been raised have been allocated
to supporting LebMASH projects and activities.
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VI

PUBLICATIONS

VII

LebMASH board members have been active in publishing opinion articles and position papers, and their publications have appeared in peer reviewed journals. Several board members are currently involved in research in the area of sexual health and LGBT health. Two of
the papers published in the past two years are featured below:

“Lebanese Medical Association for Sexual Health: Advancing Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Health in Lebanon.” LGBT Health.
June 2014. Vol 1 (2): 79-81
This paper was authored by Dr. Hasan M. Abdessamad and Dr. Omar Fattal. It discussed the prevalence of homophobia among healthcare providers in Lebanon, as well as the practice of what has
become to be known as “reparative therapy.” The

paper also touches on the lack of sexual health
programs and services and the limited access to
healthcare that LGBT individuals in Lebanon continue to face.

“Reparative Therapy,’ a Non-Cure for a Non-Malady.” Mind Matters,
Issue 25, October 2013
This paper was authored by Dr. Omar Fattal and
Dr. Hossam Mahmoud. It argued against sexual
orientation change efforts (SOCE), also known as
“reparative therapy.” The article presented the arguments that homosexuality is not an illness, and

therefore, required no treatment. It also discussed
the drawbacks of SOCE, including lack of proven
effectiveness and the potential harm SOCE may
cause.
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IN THE MEDIA

VIII

LebMASH has been featured in the media twice, in articles addressing sexual health and
human rights:

The Huffington Post
Title: Lebanon Launches Police Raids Targeting Gay Men
Posted: August 15, 2014
LINK
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/dan-littauer/lebanon-police-raids-gay-men_b_5678120.html

The Daily Star
NGO urges state to enforce anal test ban
Posted: October 31, 2014
LINK
http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Lebanon-News/2014/Oct-31/276006-ngo-urges-state-to-enforce-anal-test-ban.ashx#axzz3IXDMDu7h
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CONTACT US

IX

As we have described in this report, LebMASH is able to do its work through the dedication of many
volunteers, and our budget is mainly based on board member dues and individual contributions.
Furthermore, our work would not be possible if it not for the amazing partnerships and collaborations that we have fostered throughout the past two years.
We are happy to open more communication channels, with both individuals and groups who share
the vision and goals of LebMASH and who are dedicated to the promotion of sexual health and sexual
rights for all. Whether you are a local or international organization, looking for collaboration and partnership, or whether you are an individual, who is interested in supporting LebMASH, we would be
happy to hear from you.
We can be contacted through our:
Website: www.lebmash.org
Email address: info@lebmash.org
Facebook page: http://fb.com/LebMASHorg
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BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Hasan Abdessamad, MD FRCSC FACOG | Co-founder
Dr. Hasan Abdessamad is an American and Canadian board certified Obstetrician
and Gynaecologist based in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada. He graduated
with an M.D. in 2003 from the American University of Beirut. He pursued OBGYN
training at University Hospitals Case Medical Center in Cleveland, Ohio, USA, before
relocating to Canada. He is an advocate for better utilization of social media by
healthcare providers. Dr. Abdessamad has been a human rights advocate for over a
decade with a focus on LGBT and womyn’s rights in Lebanon. He is the founder and
first president of LebMASH. He is a cofounder of The Foundation of Hope that enhances the lives of LGBT refugees and immigrants in Canada. He is also the founder
of Raynbow, a support group that monitors the media, blogs and tweets for LGBT
equality in Lebanon.

Rami Baz, MD | Co-founder
Dr Baz graduated as an M.D. from the Faculty of Medicine at the Lebanese University
in 2001 and completed his residency training at the American University of Beirut
– Medical Center (AUB-MC). From 2005 to 2008, he was the clinical research coordinator at the Children’s Heart Center at AUB-MC. Dr Baz moved to Canada in 2009,
and until 2012, he worked as a pediatrician at the Edmundston Regional Hospital
with the Vitalité Health Network in New Brunswick. Also, during that period, he was a
clinical professor at the Department of Pediatrics at the University of Sherbrooke. He
was also a member of the medical board at the Edmundston Regional Hospital and
a member of the Quality Control Committee in Pediatrics at Vitalité. He is currently a
pediatrician at the Centre Hospitalier Régional De Lanaudière in Quebec.

Omar Fattal, MD MPH | Co-founder
Dr. Fattal is a 1999 graduate of the American University of Beirut (AUB) Medical
School. He also holds a Master’s Degree in Public Health from AUB. He completed his
residency in Psychiatry at the Cleveland Clinic in 2005. Dr. Fattal is currently the Unit
Chief of the Latino Inpatient Psychiatry Unit and the Associate Director of inpatient
psychiatry at Bellevue Hospital in New York. He is also a Clinical Assistant Professor
in the Department of Psychiatry at New York University (NYU) and an Adjunct Clinical Assistant Professor in the Department of Psychiatry at the Faculty of Medicine at
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X

American University of Beirut, Beirut, Lebanon. Dr. Fattal has served as a reviewer for
The Journal of Immigrant and Minority Health and Psychosomatics. He is currently a
member of the editorial board of the LGBT Health journal.

Omar Harfouch | Co-founder
Omar Harfouch is a 7th year medical student and an intern in Hotel Dieu de France
– Beirut. He is a co-founder and, currently, the vice-president of LebMASH. He is a human rights activist. He has been actively involved with Helem, Lebanese LGBT rights
organization. Mr. Harfouch has been an outreach worker for MSM (Men who have Sex
with Men) in a joint project between International Alliance for AIDS, Helem and SIDC
spreading awareness on safe sexual practices and HIV-AIDS since 2010. Harfouch was
elected as the assistant national officer for reproductive health and AIDS at the Lebanese Medical Students International Committee in 2012. He was also the peer education coordinator in 2011, organizing sexual awareness sessions in different schools

Chady Ibrahim, MD
Dr Ibrahim graduated from St Joseph University Medical School in 2009. After finishing his Residency in Psychiatry At Hotêl Dieu de France / Hôpital de la croix in Beirut
Lebanon, he pursued a fellowship in Clincial sexology under the supervision of Professor Reynaert at Centre Hospitalier universitaire de Mont-Godinne the univeristy
hospital for université catholique de louvain in Belgium . Shortly after graduation,
he was recruited as junior instructor and visiting lecturer at the faculty in Louvain.
Dr Ibrahim has a major interest in psychosomatic medicine and cognitive behavioral
therapy. In addition to clinical practice, Dr Ibrahim has been working with multiple
non-profit organizations ever since he came back to Lebanon. In 2014, he joined LebMASH
in the hope of sharing his experience and expertise with the board.

Hossam Mahmoud, MD MPH | Co-founder
Dr Hossam Mahmoud is an American Board Certified psychiatrist, licensed in both
the United States and Canada. He graduated with an M.D. from the American University of Beirut in 2003. From 2004 to 2006, he worked as a Medical Officer in the
Women’s and Reproductive Health Unit at the World Health Organization, in Cairo,
Egypt. Dr. Mahmoud completed his residency training at McGaw Medical Center
of Northwestern University in Chicago, Illinois, in 2010. He is currently an associate
psychiatrist at Hôpital régional Chaleur with Vitalité Health Network in New Brunswick, Canada. Dr Mahmoud has served on the boards of directors of Heartland Alliance and Research Institute Without Walls, as well as the Illinois Psychiatric Society
Council. Dr. Mahmoud is interested in LGBTQ mental health, refugee and immigrant
mental health and the mental health of linguistic and cultural minorities.

ANNUAL REPORT 2014 | LEBMASH

19

Copyright © Lebanese Medical Association
for Sexual Health, 2015

ANNUAL REPORT 2014 | LEBMASH

21

